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The Conditions Upon Norbert’s Planetesimal
Dr. Z brought forth the suggestion of walking: 
inexpensive, easily accessible, non-excusable, and 
possible. “When you get that itch, that craving, you 
just head out the door and walk.” He paused, hands 
in his hair, with that look of “See what I mean?” 
while waiting for Norbert’s response.
“What if it’s daylight?”
“So, it’s daylight.”
The thought of taking a walk during the day, 
with the sun, oppressive and obvious, beating on 
Norbert’s head, seemed preposterous. “For one 
thing, there would be sun.”
“Yes. There could be possibly plenty of sun.” 
Dr. Z nodded vigorously as he leaned back, ap­
parently waiting for more.
Just saying “There would be sun” seemed 
enough of an explanation for Norbert. How did 
people tolerate the domineering light of day instead 
of preferring dusk or early morning? Because of 
Dr. Z ’s apparent lack of understanding, Norbert felt 
compelled to explain what seemed so simple. “Un­
derneath the sun would not be the place to walk.” 
“Tell me more.”
“For one thing, it might be hot.”
Dr. Z’s eyebrows rose and his lips pursed. He 
didn’t appear to be buying Norbert’s diagnosis of 
daylight.
“There would be minimal shadows.”
“Minimal shadows?”
“Yes. Daylight brings a harsh starkness to 
things.”
“A harsh starkness to things?”
“I hate it when you repeat what I say.” 
“Norbert, I’m trying to get at what you mean. 
Explain your concept of daylight to me. What 
would it be like if you stepped out your front door 
at high noon and stood in the driveway?”
Norbert pictured himself squinting from the 
glare, cringing from the heat. Cars would drive 
by, filled with people squashed against their win-
dows, fighting to get a look at him. Norbert would 
try to look like he belonged in the driveway, but 
sweat would roll ofifhis forehead. He would have 
forgotten deodorant. He’d reach for the sunglasses 
on top of his head, but they wouldn’t be there. He’d 
damn himself for not wearing a hat. A car would 
pull up into the driveway and a group of political 
activists would run out, thrusting clipboards, want­
ing him to sign on the dotted line and give money. 
They’d surround him with their opinions, clapping 
him on his back, and he’d be thirsty from the heat, 
so thirsty. He’d bolt from the group of people, run 
to his front door, but it would be locked and he'd 
jiggle the door handle vigorously—
“What are you thinking?”
“Doctor Z.” Norbert breathed heavily and 
wiped his brow. “Daylight is not an option. Won’t 
do. Too bright.” He knew that if he attempted day­
light, he’d just run right back into the house and 
smoke a big bowl, enough to keep him indoors 
for a week.
“Have we tried visualization yet?” As Dr. Z 
thumbed through the chart, Norbert noticed that Z’s 
tie tilted to the right. The angle disturbed Norbert 
because as he studied the bookshelves, the paint­
ing of a giant orange, and the papers on the desk 
for flawed arrangement, the tie was the only tilted 
item. If he leaned over to adjust it, that would be 
out of line for a patient. If he mentioned the single 
item’s disarray, Dr. Z would undoubtedly want to 
talk about Norbert’sfeelings about the tie, and then 
make notes about it in the chart. If only the doctor 
might drop something and then lean over to pick 
it up, gravity would pull the tie down an inch or 
two, which would correct its appearance. On the 
other hand, Norbert thought, he himself could drop 
something on purpose, since the chances of the 
doctor dropping something were rather slim—
“Let’s try a bit of visualization. Okay? Get 
comfortable and take a few deep breaths. Close




“I'm not sure I want to do this." What would 
Dr. Zolnay do while Norbert’s eyes were closed, 
while he was so vulnerable?
“With your eyes closed you will envision calm 
and comforting circumstances. Your vision is cre­
ated by you—your own planet. I’ll guide you and 
you can then try it yourself."
Norbert closed his eyes and then opened them 
again. Dr. Z patted his hand in the air as if the mo­
tion would close Norbert’s lids. By squeezing his 
face muscles, Norbert held his eyes closed. The 
darkness welcomed him. No tie in sight.
“Relax and breathe. Imagine. It is dusk. A cool 
summer evening. You just ate a healthy dinner. Fish. 
Salad. Corn on the cob.”
Norbert visualized a steaming mound of white 
corn on the cob. but the vision changed to a plate 
of donuts: sugar-dusted donuts filled with rasp­
berry jelly. Throughout his life, he occasionally 
daydreamed about working at a bakery', even for 
only one afternoon, just to have the job of squeez­
ing the jelly into the donuts.
"Because you haven't smoked marijuana in a 
long time, you are feeling very clear-headed. You 
put on a light jacket and step outside the front door. 
The breeze welcomes you. Inhale. You smell steaks 
barbecuing.”
“I smell diesel. 1 don't want to smell barbecues; 
they have people there.”
“All right then. How about freshly-mowed
lawns?”
Norbert pictured a neighbor turning off his 
lawn mower and heading his way. This neighbor 
had been itching to talk to Norbert for weeks, to 
buddy up to him, to invite him over to play cards 
with the guys and to show him his basement pool 
table. He wore a cheesy “You are my new pal and 
I’m not letting you out of my sight” grin. Norbert 
searched for an excuse to go back in, but the neigh­
bor moved closer. Norbert knew he shouldn’t run, 
but what else could he do?
“No one is around. The street is empty.”
Ah. He breathed. The empty street. The lawn- 
mowing cheeseball disappeared.
"The air feels terrific. You feel so good and the 
evening is so nice, you start walking.”
Norbert imagined walking to the end of the 
driveway. Dr. Z was right: no one around. The 
air did feel good, and he was glad he wore a 
long-sleeved shirt. The moon peeked up over the 
foothills. A bus roared around the corner. Tourists 
snapped pictures through the w indow.
“What are you visualizing?"
"Japanese tourists taking my picture.”
“No. It’s an empty street. You can cancel those 
visions and thoughts at any time. Let me know 
when they've gone.”
He watched the bus drive off into the summer 
evening. It returned to quiet. “All right, an empty
street.”
“Good!”
“What should I be doing?”
"You’d be walking now.”
“Just walking?"
“That's all you need to do. Take a walk and 
enjoy the air.”
“W'hy am I doing this?”
“To enjoy the evening. Don't open your
eyes.”
“W'hat it other people are out walking too?” 
“You wave and keep going.”
“What if they want to talk?”
“You say, ‘Hi, have a good evening’.”
“W'hat if they want something?”
“They don't. They're enjoying the evening 
too.”
“I feel dumb just walking down the street.” 
Smoking a joint sounded much more relaxing.
Instead of feeling dumb, spend your energy 
looking at the sky and the trees. Feel the air. Ap­
preciate the flowers.”
There aren t flowers. There are fire trucks and
sirens.”
If you can’t cancel them, let them pass and 
continue walking.”
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He heard sirens in the 
distance and four more po­
lice cars following afterward.
They headed toward his 
house. Pulled into his drive­
way. Looked for him. They 
planned to search the house 
for his weed.
“The sirens are just pass­
ing, though. You are still en­
joying your walk.”
Norbert watched the po­
lice back out of his driveway 
and continue down the road.
He made himself turn around 
and kept walking.
“What else am I sup­
posed to do?”
“Walk.”
“I’m walking. I’m almost at the corner.”
“At the corner, you can turn around. Or not. 
Depends on you. The night feels very nice, doesn’t 
it? Tempting to continue on.”
“Tempting to go home.”
“In due time. In the meantime, dusk is a special 
time. You are noticing the colors of sunset. Maybe 
the moon is starting to come up.”
“I already saw the moon.”
“Excellent!”
A police car came back slowly and started to 
cruise as slowly as Norbert walked. The window 
rolled down. “Hey, you! What are you doing out 
here?”
“A police car is pulling me over.”
“He’s telling you to have a good evening. He 
says, ‘Beautiful night, isn’t it?”’
The policeman pulled away, but Norbert found 
himself wondering why he didn’t look into the back 
seat to see if a criminal were there. There might 
have been a handcuffed policeman in the back 
seat, or in the trunk, because the real criminal had 
ambushed the cop, then gagged him and switched 
places and clothes. If the criminal drove the patrol
car, he would feel the power of being a uniformed 
authority and would want to assert his—
“Now what do you see?”
“I'm watching the police car move away, but I 
am wondering what is in his trunk.”
“I imagine tools and emergency kits. Let him 
drive off or move him out of the way. Feel that 
breeze again.”
The car turned the corner but paused. Norbert 
counted the rhythms of the red right-turn blinker 
and wished the car would get out of his visual­
ization. Annoyed, he imagined pushing the car out 
of the way with a giant bulldozer. And it moved! 
“I moved the cop car; it wouldn’t get going.” 
“Good! I told you. You can cancel things. You 
can move things out of your way. Replace the car 
with something else.”
The moon hovered and the bulldozer pulled 
over to the side of the road, shuddering as it turned 
off. There was no driver, which gave Norbert the 
creeps, even though he knew it was he who had 
brought it there. What if he came around the corner 
on one of his walks and a headless bulldozer quietly 
followed him9 It would be able to tear right through 
houses and yards and bulldoze its way through
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buildings. It would be after him and he’d be run­
ning, but his legs would feel like cement. If only 
he could stay one step ahead, because eventually, 
the bulldozer would run out of fuel. He placed a 
box of jelly donuts next to the seat of the bulldozer. 
The addition of pastries made the machine seem 
far less intimidating.
“So, the street is empty and it’s getting darker 
out, bluer, and more peaceful.”
He scanned the empty road as crickets in the 
field started chirping their tunes. A cold marsh 
breeze swept past, rather like the ones he used to 
feel as a kid when riding his BMX dirt bike around 
the neighborhood. Those strange marsh breezes 
would come from nowhere, twenty degrees cooler 
than the rest of the evening. His dad used to say 
that they were caused by differences in pressure. 
Those odd cold spots used to make Norbert think 
of dead bodies hiding in the swamp, or worse, 
live bodies lying just underneath the surface of 
the murky water, ready to grab the ankle of an 
innocent passerby—
“You are feeling relaxed and taking deep 
breaths.”
He took a deep breath and noticed the moon 
again. A witch flew past on a broom, and he invol­
untarily giggled.
“Something funny?”
“A witch flew across the moon.”
“Well, that’s a childlike thought. Very good. 
Let yourself be childlike.”
A dish ran away with a spoon. Who made 
that up? And where was the fork or the knife? He 
couldn’t remember how that all went. But it seemed 
so rebellious of that dish and spoon, so shocking. 
The witch veered off, out of his peripheral vision, 
but then zoomed right in front of him. It was the 
green-faced witch from The Wizard o f Oz, the one 
who melted! As a kid, he never wanted to see that 
part with the witch unless his parents watched too. 
He threatened the witch with the bulldozer and she
sped off, cackling.
“Keep breathing deeply. Deep breathing is 
the best antidote for anxiety. If you leave my of­
fice with one thing, I want you to remember deep 
breathing.”
He breathed deeply. Perhaps that bulldozer 
could be his secret weapon where only he could 
psychically maneuver the controls. Not even a 
trained operator, if he found the keys or knew 
how to hotwire, could make the bulldozer move. 
Norbert would be the sole person who could make 
that powerful piece of equipment work. It would be 
at his mind’s beck and call, roaring out of nowhere 
to knock out any threat or crush an enemy. The 
power of bulldozers: amazing. He wondered how 
fast they might go if he needed one in a hurry and 
felt despair because, if he needed one over here and 
the bulldozer were over there, it couldn’t go over 
five to ten miles per hour, and by the time it arrived, 
he might really be in trouble. However! It was his 
mind’s bulldozer, and it could move at the speed 
of sound if necessary, and, actually, he could make 
that bulldozer do almost anything, including— 
“How do you feel?”
“All right.”
“Take a few more breaths and head back home. 
It will be a peaceful walk back, and you won’t run 
into a soul. Let me know when you get there.” 
Time to turn around already? He nodded to 
the bulldozer that sat alone and sturdy in a dusty 
field and, with his mind, he let it know that he’d 
be in touch. With one last glance at the moon, he 
started back to the house, feeling the almost chilly 
breeze blow gently against his jacket, causing it 
to puff up. Most likely it made him look like a 
hunchback, but he didn’t care what he looked like. 
No one would see. Even if just for a moment, he 
was the only one walking, and the cool evening air 
felt rather good.
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